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CHAPTER I

Emigration and Immigration
The description of an immigrant group begins in the
place of origin, where thousands of individuals chose to
abandon their old homes and build new lives in America. In
the mid-nineteenth century, this decision required agonizing
deliberation by people who knew little about America. Few
had traveled abroad. Few had American relatives to provide
first-hand accounts of life in the New World.
Yet between 1840 and 1930, roughly thirty-seven
million people came to the United States. Most of them
emigrated from Europe, rejecting the familiar society that
had held their families for generations. Recognition of the
powerful arguments against emigration leads the historian to
search for even stronger forces, which could have produced
such dramatic movements of people. Emigrants and contemporary observers believed that most came to escape
tyranny and reach political freedom in America. The careers
of Carl Schurz and Louis Pio were two graphic examples
which seemed to support this claim. 1 But the preponderance
of evidence refuted this apparent truth. Immigration did not
peak in Europe's most turbulent years, the late 1840s. Even
during periods of unrest, immigrants generally came from
the quiet countryside, not from the smouldering cities. While
political motivations accounted for some of the German
"Forty-eighters." 2 and many of the Danish South Jutlanders, 3 they represented but a few thousand out of thirtyseven million.
Another common explanation was that immigrants
came to escape religious persecution. Such myths as the
story of the Pilgrims established the United States as the
refuge for endangered religious minorities.
Religious
dissenters
streamed
into
America
throughout
the
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seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries. During
the last half of the nineteenth century, Mormons, Jews,
Baptists, Adventists and Methodists immigrated. But like the
political emigres, the religious refugees constituted only a
few visible arrivals, and not the great mass of immigrants. 4
Virtually all of the Italian immigrants belonged to the
established Catholic church and retained their religious
loyalties after settling in America. Swedish, Danish, and
Prussian immigrants remained as Lutheran as their former
monarchs. Thus we must look beyond politics and religion
for the impulses generating mass immigration.
In searching for the source of the sudden flood of
immigrants, historians focused on the mid-nineteenth
century, the period of the sudden change. By the 1840s and
1850s, technological developments had generated rapid and
inexpensive transportation. Simultaneously liberalism began
to influence European politics. Governments refused to
prevent emigration, viewing it as the inherent right of free
people. 5 Because of technological change and the effect of
liberalism, it was suddenly possible and allowable for large
numbers of dissatisfied people to consider emigration. Never
before had the means been so readily available.
Once it became physically feasible, economic factors on
both sides of the ocean motivated Europeans to immigrate. 6
Socio-economic dislocations in nineteenth century Europe
undermined the security and stability of peasant life. The
Agricultural Revolution brought an end to communal cultivation and a weakening of traditional landlord-tenant relationships. 7 During this period of uncertainty, more food was
needed to keep pace with Western Europe's unprecedented
population growth. Between 1800 and 1840, for example,
England's population grew seventy-nine percent; Ireland's
gained fifty-eight percent; Norway's expanded fifty percent;
and Denmark's grew thirty-nine percent.
These internal transformations sparked the crisis, but its
effect was compounded by the end of the American Civil
War in 1865. The cessation of hostilities not only closed a
lucrative market for European grain, it allowed the Americans to put away their rifles and settle the Midwest. Aided
-12-

by the new railroads, they cultivated millions of acres of
virgin soil. This resulted in a huge grain surplus which a few
million Americans could not possibly absorb. Instead it was
shipped across the Atlantic Ocean, flooding European grain
markets. 8 Simultaneously Europe confronted new grain
supplies from Russia, Argentina, and Canada. 9 European
farms, which generally consisted of ten to thirty overworked acres, simply could not compete with the plentiful
land of Russia, Argentina, Canada and especially the United
States.
With commodity prices falling precipitously, farmers
were left with little cash for paying mortgages or hiring
laborers. As a result, there was a drastic decline in demand
for rural laborers and the wages paid to them. 10 Denmark
commonly suffered an unemployment level of forty percent
to fifty percent throughout the 1870s. 11 In the 1870s and
1880s, real wages were several times as high in the United
States as in Denmark. 12 With low wages and infrequent
work, most laborers found it impossible to save the funds
necessary for buying land. 13 Often there was no land available, anyway. 14 This was the general state of European
agriculture in the mid-nineteenth century. Such periodic
calamities as the Irish potato famine of the 1840s and the
Swedish famine of the 1860s only dramatized the impact of
the farm crisis on European peasant life. 15
Aside from the declining level of income, peasants
resented the economic restrictions which plagued everyday
life. In her history of Scandinavian-American literature,
Dorothy Burton Skaardal demonstrated that the DanishAmerican authors continually bemoaned their inability to
buy land in the old country. They found it impossible to
improve their economic position short of immigrating to
America. 16 Early in his novel about a Chicago Dane, Enok
Mortensen captured the immigrant's resentment toward
Denmark, in contrast to his appreciation for his new home:
In the Old Country all was arranged and insured ...
Sons walked in their father's tracks, but as a rule
never went further. . . Here in America was the opportunity, which always tempted and spurred on, always
-13-

excited one's mind, always pushed with feverish tension.17
Immigrants longed for some control over their own destiny:
"The freedom to buy, sell, and bargain, to work or loaf, to
become rich or poor."18
While religious or political issues affected only a few
and generated a trickle of immigrants, these economic
hardships threatened most Europeans who were embodied in
the peasantry. Only a force that victimized such a large
group could account for mass immigration. These European
occurrences determined the particular sources of emigration
to America.
As Enok Mortensen' s novel indicated, the United States
was apparently the ideal home for dissatisfied Europeans.
First, midwestern farmland was plentiful and cheap by
European standards. 19 Second, American settlers were less
encumbered with restrictions imposed by landlords, guilds,
and governments. 20 Third, real wages were significantly
higher in America. 21 Fourth, Americans seemed to have
more respect for a man who worked hard; they were tolerant
enough to accept a manual worker who became a businessman and rose socially. 22 These economic arguments seemed
to strengthen through the years. For most of the half century
after 1840, the American economy seemed to grow stronger
and more important, while the European countries appeared
to weaken before the American competition. 23
But even when there were bad times in America, potential immigrants were attracted by the promise of land. 24
After the passage of the Homestead Act of 1862, millions of
pamphlets were distributed in Europe to spread the news 25
- any adult could claim one hundred and sixty acres of
virgin Midwestern farmland, knowing that he would own it
debt-free after five years of labor. The sheer size of his new
farm was cause for amazement to an immigrant familiar with
Danish farms of fifteen or twenty acres. 26 It was almost
beyond belief that he could own the land, and own it
without debt! Potential immigrants were strongly influenced
by these tangible factors - the apparent superiority of the
-14-

American economy and the seemingly endless supply of
American land.
The first departures struck a blow at one of the largest
barriers to emigration: the assumption of peasants that they
had no alternative to their current lives. After the first
immigrants settled in America, they trumpeted the virtues of
American life and the opportunities for future immigrants. 27
Even the man who remained behind saw new possibilities to
change his lot, opportunities which had provided success for
an old friend or relative.2e
J0rgen Pedersen from Horsens, Jutland, was a typical
example. During his life he had worked at various jobs, from
blacksmith to dockworker to storeowner. But there was
never enough money to support a family of eight. For years
J0rgen received letters from his emigrant brother Thomas,
who told of the free farmland and fine opportunities in
Kansas. Thomas could not convince his brother. But J0rgen
finally agreed to send his son Jens, who had recently been
confirmed and graduated. After a year or two, J0rgen's
second son followed. Supporting the family was a bit easier
with two less to feed but life remained difficult. Thomas'
next letter, with the always present suggestion of immigration, arrived coincident with a notice from J0rgen's land
lord that his rent would soon rise substantially. J0rgen began
to suspect that if he insisted on remaining in Denmark, he
might spend his last years alone, with all of his children in
the United States. The combined pressures of family in
America and hardships in Denmark finally convinced J0rgen
Pedersen to emigrate and the family was reunited in the
United States. 29 This story was repeated in thousands of
families, who received countless letters from old friends and
relatives recounting the blessings of America. 30
The message was captured and amplified by guidebooks
and popular literature, which built myths about the wealth,
comfort, and satisfaction of life in America. 31 A well known
author named Christian Winther exemplified the approach
of many writers of fiction:
You get a country estate as a gift.
And money in addition.
-15-

They shoe the horses with silver
And stud the wagon wheels too.
To take the gold at your feet
You only have to bend .
. . . it hails and snows candy
and rains lemonade.
And there's freedom besides
From morning to night.
You can spit on the floor if you' cl like
And let your cigars burn too. 32
Of course, Winther' s audience need not take his words
literally; the reader might simply glean a vague picture of the
good life in America. With similar propaganda suggesting
this new and exciting alternative, even normal European
circumstances seemed unbearable. But if persuasion still
failed, the immigrant carried his promotion a step further.
As Kristian Hvidt demonstrated, up to one-third of Danish
immigrants crossed the ocean on tickets bought in
America. 33 Clearly immigration contained a self-accelerating
element. As more people emigrated, the act became more
imaginable. As those in America settled and wrote home, the
European gained more reasons to think of the United States
as the solution to his personal dissatisfaction.
A basic assumption of this discussion and a number of
earlier works is that there were common experiences that led
to the emigration of different nationalities. Although
Denmark differed from England or Germany, the economic,
political, and psychological conditions that generated
emigration were basically the same throughout Europe. 34
Most Western Europeans were influenced by the development of rapid, inexpensive transportation and the popularity
of liberal emigration policies. Peasants of all nationalities
were threatened by the Agricultural Revolution, the population pressure, and the economic restrictions of everyday life.
Most Western Europeans responded enthusiastically to the
hope that was kindled by countrymen in America. Danish
immigration generally developed in a manner comparable to
-16-

English, Norwegian, or Swedish. But a sharper picture of
Danish immigration has emerged because of the comprehensive computer analysis undertaken by Kristian Hvidt. His
conclusions revealed a good deal about where the Danish
immigrants came from and what sort of people they were.
People emigrated from Denmark's three major regions
in rough proportion to the population - two-fifths from
Jutland, one-fifth from Copenhagen, and two-fifths from
other parts. 35 But vvithin each region, the emigration was
concentrated according to definite patterns. Geographically,
Jutlandic emigration focused on the extreme north and
"other" emigration on the far southeast of Denmark.
Furthermore, a town-dweller was twice as likely to emigrate
as a rural-dweller. The urbanites were less noticeable among
immigrants, however, because in Denmark they were fewer
than their rural counterparts. The import of these findings
was something that Danish immigrants already knew:
Danish-Americans usually traced their families to relatively
small portions of Denmark. 36 This geographic narrowness
was common to most immigrant groups. 37
The age distribution of Danish immigrants was also
relatively narrow. For the year 1890, roughly fifty-three
percent of the immigrants were between ages fifteen and
thirty; only twenty-four percent of the Danish population
was so distributed in 1890. 38 To Hvidt, the ages of fifteen
and thirty were watersheds in the lives of potential
emigrants. Until age fourteen, the typical age of confirmation, a child's parents would be reluctant to deprive him of
religious and secular education by bringing him to America.
After thirty, the average age of marriage, familial responsibility would inhibit emigration. 39 Within these parameters,
the model age of emigration was twenty, the age of conscription. 40 Surely other social, economic, psychological, and
practical
factors influenced
the age distribution
of
immigrants. For instance, the rigors of the journey and the
cost of bringing dependents would increase the proportion of
young, unmarried people. But the events of confirmation,
conscription, and marriage were sufficiently important and
universal to produce bulges and depressions in the age
-17-

distribution. Although the particulars of these factors varied
by country, the general pattern - an emigrant usually
between fifteen and thirty - probably applied to most of
Western Europe. 4 1
Examination of immigrant occupations revealed a
similarly narrow base:
Occupation of Danish Emigrants 1868-19()()42
Farming . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
3, 806
3 .4 %
Rural labor 43 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47,656 43.2 %
Shipping, fishing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1, 699
1. 5 %
Crafts..............................
20,487 18.5%
Domestic - Urban labor...............
28,174 25.6%
Commerce - Professions . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
8,590
7. 8 %
Total Employed . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 110,412 100.0%
Hvidt' s study demonstrated that 69 % of all emigrants were
unskilled workers: rural laborers, domestic workers, or
urban laborers. The other major group was the craftsmen,
the elite of the working class. Taking these groups together,
it appeared that at least 87 % of the emigrants were landless
manual laborers. The largest proportion came from the
lowest classes, unskilled workers. 44 Since class and occupational structure varied so widely among countries, it would
be difficult to make direct comparisons. But it is reasonable
to expect that the emigrants from most nations would
include a high preponderance of the lowest class; these
groups would be most subject to economic hardship, the
dominant motivation for emigration.
The age and occupation of the typical immigrant
changed in degree, but not in type, over the years. The ages
fifteen to thirty predominated more strongly in later years,
rising from fifty percent in 1870 to sixty-nine percent in
1914. 45 This trend was associated with a decline in families
and a rise in sing~ women among the emigrants. 46 The
occupational pattern became a bit more complex over the
years. Laborers of all kinds shrank from sixty-six percent in
1868 to thirty-five percent in 1914. Farmers, Virtually
unrepresented in 1868, constituted twenty-two percent by
1914. Despite this shift, laborers remained the largest group
in 1914. 47
- 18-

Because Hvidt's systematic analysis of the Danes has not
been undertaken for other groups, demographic comparisons between other nationalities and the Danes would be
highly speculative. But we have seen that many of the social
stimuli to emigration transcended national borders. For
example, factors influencing the growth and decline of
emigration operated in similar directions, at least among
Denmark, Sweden, England, and Norway. Danish emigration per 100,000 Danes grew in the 1870s, 1880s, and 1900s
but declined in the 1890s. Swedish and English emigration
showed an identical development, while Norwegian emigration corresponded in three of the four periods. 48 The degree
of change differed because national factors influenced
emigration. But because of similarities in the major social
forces, emigration from these four nations followed similar
paths.
In explaining such a dramatic and intricate problem as
emigration from Europe, historians recognized the interplay
of complex forces operating on both sides of the Atlantic.
Economic trends within Europe, however, played a
prominent role. In accounting for the factors determining
emigration to America, the causes were similarly varied and
complex. But the general destination of Scandinavian
emigrants was clear even to the casual observer. From the
inception of large-scale emigration, the Scandinavians
settled in the Midwest, the region consisting of Illinois,
Wisconsin, Iowa, Minnesota, Nebraska, and the Dakotas. 49
By 1880, 77% of all Scandinavian immigrants lived in these
seven states. 50 The Danes congregated particularly in
southern Wisconsin, northern Illinois, and Iowa. From 1870
onward, nine to twelve percent of all Danish-Americans
lived in Illinois. Before the end of the century, Illinois had
become the second largest Scandinavian state. 51
With the Scandinavians so concentrated in one region,
the historian would expect to discover powerful forces
working to direct the immigration to the Midwest. 52
Certainly the process involved the interrelationships
of
many factors cited earlier: the growth of transportation, the
immigrant letters to the homeland, and the economic
-19-

dislocations of Europe, for example. But economic developments within America constituted the primary force behind
immigration of Scandinavians to the Midwest. 53
Before emigration from Europe occurred, it had to
become physically possible for large numbers of people to
leave the homeland. This possibility developed in the 1840s
with improved ships for the Atlantic crossing. There was a
similar prerequisite for immigration to the Midwest, which
was satisfied by the development of the railroad in the 1840s,
1850s and 1860s. As part of the urge to carry Americanism
westward, railroads and the government worked to connect
the newly populated Midwest with the eastern urban centers.
For the first time, people could travel relatively cheaply and
safely from the coast across the Appalachians. The railroad
entrepreneurs recognized that they could benefit greatly
from westward migration. 54 First, the railroads carried
settlers westward. Second, they could sell to these settlers
farmland from the railroad land grants. Third, they would
transport the materials necessary for life in the Midwest.
Fourth, they would finally carry eastward the Midwestern
farmer's produce. With so much to gain from migration, the
railroads sent agents and literature on immigration to
Scandinavia. 55 Particularly active were three Chicago-based
railroads: the Illinois Central; the Chicago and Northwestern; and the Chicago, Milwaukee, and St. Paul. 56 Of
course these spokesmen stressed the benefits of life in the
Midwest, the primary focus for railroad development.
The railroads confidently pushed forward because the
government had demonstrated its determination to develop
the Midwest, by means of land grants to railroads and cheap
land sales to settlers. 57 Settlement proceeded with remarkable speed. After 1840, the frontier moved through the
Midwest and the Great Plains, reaching the Rockies by the
1870s and 1880s. In 1890, the Director of the Census made
the fateful statement that the frontier had disappeared.
With the rapid pace of westward expansion came the
generation of new urban centers. Chicago, for instance, was
founded in 1837, and claimed only 29,000 inhabitants in
1850. But Chicago rode the development of trade and
-20-

commerce between east and west, reaching 300,000 in 1870.
By 1890, Chicago was America's second largest city, with
more than one million inhabitants. Similar processes
stimulated the simultaneous growth of Milwaukee and
Minneapolis . Eastern America began to notice the Midwest,
with its swelling cities and expanding rural development.
Just when America turned itself toward the Midwest,
the Scandinavians began to arrive in large numbers. 58 Since
many came to the United States searching for opportunity in
some vague form, they frequently went to the place which
state government and industry described as the region of
opportunity: the Midwest. Unlike the South, it was not
tinged by slavery, an abhorent idea to the Scandinavians. 59
It seemed more open to the outsider than the East, a
developed region which stood for the sort of closed,
controlled civilization the immigrants had left. To the
Scandinavian, the Midwest best exemplified the qualities
which brought him to America: personal economic freedom ,
rich land, and high wages.
These impressions and beliefs corresponded to similar
attitudes associated with emigration; they accounted for
some of the movement, but not for the mass transplantation
of a people. Europeans would not travel thousands of
difficult miles across the ocean and then thousands more to
the Midwest, simply because a railroad official suggested it.
The problem of southern slavery was not foremost in the
minds of Danish peasants. Contemporaries searched further,
therefore, for the sources of mass immigration. They
eventually concluded that objective economic factors represented the primary force behind the movement to the
Midwest.
Contemporaries initially recognized that many Danish
peasants were motivated by their landl~ss status to leave the
homeland . 60 This belief found support in Hvidt's study, in
which he claimed that there were virtually no landowners
among the emigrants until 1900. 61 Throughout the 1870s, .
nearly half of all emigrants were landless rural laborers, the ·
very people most likely to desire land. 62 Hvidt went on to
show that the landless emigrants came from those regions
-21-

with the richest, scarcest land and the lowest wages. 63 The
laborer felt that nothing held him in Denmark, while
possible opportunity awaited elsewhere:
I did not want to be a common laborer in my own
country ... I did not care to live such a life of
drudgery and poverty as my parents lived; I can't
do worse in America, and I may do better. 64
The Dane believed that land was plentiful in America. Even
if he lacked the money to start a farm immediately, he might
come to America and work for higher rural wages than in
Denmark. Later he could buy a farm in Illinois or Iowa. If he
was an urban worker, he might find higher wages in
American cities like Chicago and Minneapolis.
But with increasing amounts of information filtering
back to Denmark, the feeling that "it must be better over
there" could not persist, unless it was better in some real
sense. The United States Bureau of Statistics investigated the
question of wages, comparing typical occupations in Illinois
and Denmark.65
Wages in Illinois and Denmark
Helsing~r
Illinois Denmark
1874
1873

Increase
in
Illinois

Bricklayers - Masons (day) . . . . . . $ 3. 69 $ .80
Wheelwrights (day) ............
3.75
.85
Plasterers (day) ................
3.38
.80
Stone-cutters (day) .............
3.50
.85
Female Servants (month + board) . 10.18 2.50
Carpenters (day) ...............
2.87
.80
Cabinet Makers (day) ..........
2.83
.85
Blacksmiths (day) ..............
2.81
.85
Coopers (day) .................
2.75
.85
Painters (day) .................
2.56
.80
Tanners (day) .................
2.50
.80
Tinsmiths (day) ................
2.25
.80
Ordinary Farm Laborer,
Summer (day) ...............
1.43
.60
Ordinary Farm Laborers,
Winter (day) ................
1.20
na

360%
340%
320%
310%
310%
260%
230%
230%
220%
220%
210%
180%
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140%
na

Experienced Farm Laborers,
Winter (day) ...............
Experienced Farm Laborers,
Summer (day) ..............
Tail ors ......................

.

1.39

.60

130%

.
.

1.68
2.33

.80
1.25

110%
90%

piecework

Shoemakers...................

2.31

1.25
piecework

day

85%
day

Clearly every group gained in money wages, with the
immigration to Illinois. The greatest benefits went to those
skilled workers involved with the production of building
materials and other heavy goods. Also gaining sharply were
the female servants. The smallest monetary advantages went
to tailors and shoemakers. But they gained substantially in
economic security by receiving daily wages instead of
income from piecework. Other craftsmen profited by wage
increases of 180% to 260%. Every group of skilled workers,
then, received substantial monetary advantages from the
immigration to America. These skilled workers represented
the relatively successful Danes, who would leave more
behind than the laborers, if they left Denmark. A sharply
improved wage situation was necessary in order to attract
the upper strata of the working class.
The smallest gainers appeared to be the farm laborers,
whose wages rose only 110% to 140%, with ordinary
laborers benefiting more than experienced laborers. But this
group was most threatened by the changes in European
agriculture; most frustrated by the scarcity of Danish farmland; least held to Denmark by such non-liquid possessions
as houses and wagons; and most impressed by a vision of
countless acres of virgin American farmland. The rural
laborers were the Danes most likely to say, "I cannot do
worse in America."
Before concluding too much from the wage comparison,
however, the Bureau of Statistics compared raw living costs
in Illinois and Denmark: 66
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Prices in Illinois and Denmark
Illinois Helsing111r
1874
1872

Beef, fresh roasting pieces,
per pound .................
.
Pork, fresh, per pound .........
.
Pork, bacon, per pound ........
.
Lard, per pound ..............
.
Butter, per pound .............
.
Cheese, per pound ............
.
Milk, per quart ...............
.
Eggs, per dozen ...............
.
Tea, per pound ...............
.
Sugar, good brown, per pound .. .
Soap, per pound ..............
.
Coal fuel, per ton .............
.
Four-room tenements, per month .
Six-room tenements, per month ..
Board, men, per week .........
.
Board, women, per week .......
.

. 11½
.12¼
.15
.15½
.28½
.18½
.06½
.20
1.00
.10
.08
6.73
10.60
15.82
4.25
3.66

.12
.11
.14
.16
.27
.12
.03
.16
.63
.11
.06
7.50
4.50
7.50
2.50

Increase
in
Illinois

-4%
11%
7%
-3%
6%
55%
117%
117%
59%
-9%
33%
-10%
136%
111%
70%

Of the consumer items -- dairy products, tea and soap were
6% to 117% more expensive in Illinois. But meat prices were
generally equivalent and sugar and coal were cheaper in
America. Although no cost-of-living comparisons
were
made, we could estimate that consumer prices were onefourth to one-third higher in Illinois than in Denmark. But
even with sharply higher living costs in Illinois, the Danish
immigrant was more than compensated by wage increases of
110% to 360%.
Since all groups gained more in wages than they lost in
prices, there was a substantial economic motivation for
immigration. One would expect the economic advantages in
America to influence strongly the skilled workers, who
benefited most dramatically from the wage increases. In fact,
Hvidt' s research on the occupations of emigrants lent
tentative support to that claim. Using a rough formula for
measuring the impact of emigration on a few selected
trades, 67 Hvidt calculated that carpenters had an emigration
-24-

index of 216 for every 1,000 carpenters in 1880, during the
period 1868-1900. In contrast, the corresponding emigration
rate for the entire population of Denmark was eighty-four
per 1,000. The indices for bricklayers, painters and smiths 68
were 132,236 and 272, respectively. Included here were five
groups from the Bureau of Statistics' wage survey, whose
money wages rose by 180 % to 360 % when they emigrated to
Illinois. This wage differential seemed to influence
emigration; Hvidt's rough calculations suggested that these
groups emigrated more freely than the general population.
The five trades constituted only 1.6 % of the Danish population, but 4.4 % of the immigrants. 69 Skilled workers came in
large numbers at a time when wage differentials made their
occupations more profitable in Illinois than they were in
Denmark. When Danish workers left in search of better
economic opportunities, they might have been unaware of
comparative wage scales in the United States and Denmark.
Possibly they gauged economic realities accurately enough
to sense the advantages of emigration.
The rural laborers who constituted such a large
proportion of the immigrants expected to find good land
relatively easy to obtain. In fact, land was cheap and
available, especially by European standards. Kristian Hvidt
found that in the late 1840s, the American government sold
land in Michigan, Wisconsin, Illinois and Missouri at two
dollars an acre. But many settlers reduced the price to one
dollar an acre by purchasing from veterans of the Mexican
War the right to stake out one hundred sixty acres of virgin
land. 7 Carl Wittke concluded that even improved land
generally cost only two dollars an acre; one hundred fifty
dollars was sufficient to start a farm. 71 As settlement moved
westward, Illinois farmland reached an average price of eight
dollars an acre, according to the Census of 1850. It could still
be bought for about twenty dollars an acre in the 1860s. 72
But by that time, the Homestead Act of 1862 had further
contributed to the availability of Midwestern land.
The immigrant correctly estimated that land was far
more expensive in Denmark. In the 1840s the average price
in Denmark was fifty-three dollars an acre, with land

°
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ranging as high as one hundred sixteen dollars an acre in the
"other" areas, and as low as thirty dollars an acre in Jutland.
By the late 1860s, the nationwide price had shot up to one
hundred eleven dollars an acre, with the wide regional
variance still prevailing. 73 Hvidt found a significant
correlation within Denmark between high local land prices
and high rates of emigration. 74 With land costing nearly four
times as much in "other " areas as in Jutland, it was reasonable for the rural landless to emigrate more readily from the
former, where land ownership seemed impossible. In
choosing to immigrate to America, these rural laborers
correctly concluded that they stood a better chance of becoming landowners in America.
We have seen that Danish immigrants had largely
realistic perceptions of the economic opportunities
in
America. In the following chapters we will discover that,
after their arrival, the Danes adjusted to American society as
rapidly as they could have hoped.

FOOTNOTES
1 German-born Carl Schurz led a liberal student movement in Germany 's Revolution of 1848. With the revolution 's failure, he immi grated to Wisconsin and joined the New Republican party . Later he
became prominent as a journalist , Union army general and Republican politician. Danish-born Louis Pio was the leader of the Danish
Socialists in the 1870s . During a strike in Copenhagen, he was
arrested and sentenced to five years imprisonment. In 1877 he was
freed and bribed by the Copenhagen police, on the condition that he
immigrate to America. After arriving in Chicago in 1877, he traveled
to Kansas and founded a Socialist colony . This project failed , however, and Pio spent the remainder of his life working on various
Scandinavian-American projects.
·
2 For a consideration of the political explanation , see Marcus Lee Hansen, The Immigrant in American History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press , 1940), 77-80 . See also Kristian Hvidt , Danes Go West
- A Book About the Emigration to America (Copenhagen: Rebild
National Park Society, Inc., 1976), 41-43.
3 Danish Slesvig had a population of 150,000 when captured by Prussia
in 1864. Danish residents fled at such a rapid pace that about 60,000
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reached America before Denmark regained part of the territory in
1920. Hvidt, op. cit. , 155-158. Kristian Hvidt, Flight to America
(New York: Academic Press,· 1975), 138. Contemporary observers
also commented on the many Danish Slesvigers in America. For
example, see George T. Flom, "The Scandinavian Factor in the
American Population, " Iowa Journal of History and Politics, 3
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